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Unitarian Universalism is not for the faint of heart.  No, living our Unitarian Universalist faith is 
hard work and at times challenging.  But this is also why I think, that we are Unitarian 
Universalists.  We enjoy being challenged.  After all, if our faith doesn’t challenge us to be better 
people in the world, is it worthy of our time?  It takes a lot of courage to stand by this faith.  The 
writer Annie Dillard is on to something when she says, “When people come [into a worship 
service]  they should not be handed an order of service with a smile,  but should be given hard 
hats and life preservers;  because [a religious community] should be a dangerous place,  a zone 
of risk, a place of new birth and new life,  where we confront ourselves with who we truly are  
and who [our faith] is calling us to become.”  Dillard is speaking of congregations as testing 
grounds, as the place where we discover what we’re made of  and put the best of who we are in 
service to the needs of a hurting world.  I believe that is why we are here. 

Being UU is knowing that one will always be in the minority in any situation outside the UU 
fellowship. Being UU is striving to live one’s life while guided by Unitarian Universalism's 
Seven Principles (something which can be quite challenging when surrounded by behavior that is 
contrary to these principles).  Being UU is embracing uncertainty and even discomfort, as we are 
not provided with answers to our deepest doubts, but rather challenged and encouraged to seek 
our own answers, being supported in that journey.  Being UU, at least in our fellowship, is being 
surrounded by folks who don’t look alike, who have had very different life experiences, but who 
all share in the principles and quest.  Being UU is having one’s very faith challenged.  Being UU 
takes courage. 

What do we mean when we talk about courage?  What is courage really?  To answer these 
questions, I did what I imagine any self-respecting Unitarian would do when needing an answer 
to a pressing moral question. . . I turned to the Ancient Greeks. Alright, that might just be me. 
But, it so happens that Aristotle had some interesting things to say on the matter of courage. 
According to Aristotle, we should talk about a spectrum of behavior. On one side: cowardice. 
And on the other: brashness or brazenness. Cowardice is giving in to your fears when you should 
fight to overcome them. Brashness is ignoring fears when they make sense. (I like to think of 
brashness as encountering a bear in the woods and deciding, despite your fear, to run up and 
punch it in the snout. That’s probably a bit brash). 

Courage then, sits somewhere in the middle of these extremes. We know what it looks like. And I 
think we often think of it as a masculine virtue.  Many of the first examples of courage that jump 
to mind feel very masculine. On a foggy June morning in 1944, a soldier sits on a boat, waiting 
the few remaining hours before he will be storming a beach, headed towards a strongly 
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reinforced German position. The soldier is rightly afraid but knows in his heart that he has to do 
this, if there is any chance of the Allies winning this war. Or, maybe the story goes like this: A 
woman is enjoying an outdoor concert. She’s a big fan of country music and is loving the chance 
to see some of her favorite artists live in Las Vegas. Suddenly, loud bangs can be heard over the 
music, and a few moments later everyone is running for their lives. There are little explosions of 
dirt as bullets slam into the ground and people are falling, from fear and injury. She finds herself 
a safe place to hide but can see people out there who aren’t running and aren’t safe. So she risks 
it, trip after trip, to help those still out on the concert field into safety. These examples feel pretty 
masculine, right? Danger and violence, adrenaline and testosterone. The kinds of things that 
inspiring movies get made out of. But courage is more than that. 

Everyone in this sanctuary has “I was afraid, but” moments in their lives. Everyone in this room 
has and will have “I am afraid, but” moments. You see, Aristotle had another very important 
insight. Good people are good by habit. You are a moral person because you act morally by 
instinct, by second nature. And you become a better person by learning the habits of moral 
action. Another way to think of this is this . . . A crisis doesn’t make heroes. . . A crisis finds out 
who the heroes in the room already are. Realize that you are much more courageous than you 
think. You are facing moments of courage every day and chances are you are brushing them off 
and not recognizing them. I want you to start noticing them. By noticing your moments of 
courage, you will reinforce them. . . And in the process, you will become more and more 
courageous. 

I can confidently say that it doesn’t take very long at all, in human community, to uncover 
endless opportunities for spiritual growth.  All it usually requires, frankly, is other people— 
people who remind us that there are other ways of seeing the world, and that life lived 
intentionally with others involves predictable, if unexpected, journeys into humility and grace, 
heartache and forgiveness, upset and inspiration.  

 And all of it, all of that, all of those moments and emotions, I think, can be the stuff of 
encouragement and spiritual growth, when we’re willing to see and understand it as such.  But 
they can also be opportunities to learn— about our capacity for resilience, about our ability to be 
real, about our desire to keep the song of our life going until we get it right.  When we help one 
another in this work, by accident or by example, it’s rightly called encouragement. I love that 
word, for it means to impart or to instill courage in another.   

 It’s something I see people doing around here day in and day out, in moments when people 
listen deeply to the concerns on another’s heart and reflect back to them a strength that only 
someone else can see.  I witness it in acts of kindness and compassion, and in moments of loving 
honesty.  I’ve watched it flow forth from both a waterfall of tears and erupt in a cavalcade of 
laughter.  I’ve seen it come alive in moments when people act for justice, putting their faith in 
action.  I’ve witnessed it when people have dared to be their truest selves. Over and over, I’ve 
seen people around here impart courage— helping others find strength they didn’t know they 
had.  
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 What I’ve discovered in watching, is that the courage we see in others can be highly contagious.  
So, it is my hope that we might grow even more infectious! That we might catch courage from 
each other and spread inspiration to act more boldly than we have ever imagined possible.  The 
question that must be asked, though, is what for—to what end?  For what purpose could or 
should we gather up our collective courage? That’s not an easy question for a bunch of 
Unitarians to answer.  At least not together, in a unified way.  

 The American humorist Garrison Keillor, as a devoted Lutheran, often has, as you may know, 
something of a field day with Unitarians.  Recently he poked fun at the conception that we lack 
focus and commitment. He told of a football game between the U.U.U.U.  (the Unitarian 
Universalist United University) and Gesthemane Seminary for Bible-based Baptists.   

 In his skit, the Unitarians, who haven’t won a game in 87 years, are a team that stands around                                 
arguing in a huddle and then runs off in all directions.   Not exactly a football powerhouse. The 
cheerleaders chant: ‘Give me a U—if you want to!  Give me another U—if you’re comfortable 
with that!  Give me another U—unless you have to get going!  Give me another U—as long as 
it’s approved by a committee!”   

  

He says, “Their team was just out to have an interesting football experience and then a post-
game discussion.”      As it turns out, in a cruel twist of fate at the end, the Unitarians, having bet 
their entire $6 million endowment on the other team, actually go on to win the game, but end up 
losing everything because they didn’t believe in themselves.  

Keillor has, in my opinion, a bit too much fun at our expense.  But humor, if it really works, 
always has a kernel of truth.  And, clearly enough, Keillor has been around enough Unitarians to 
be on to something. While we may easily feel the courage of our own convictions, as individuals, 
we can, indeed, often be found running in very different directions on the field.   

 I often wonder what it would take for us to find the courage of shared convictions.  I wonder 
what would happen if we were better able to work toward common goals, sure in the knowledge 
that we can accomplish so much more together than we ever can alone. These are not idle 
questions.  I believe that is why we are here.  Not merely for good company and interesting 
conversation.  But to be a loving laboratory of the human spirit, where we instill in one another 
the courage needed to meet the challenges of this life and make all the difference we can with 
what we do with our time on this earth.   

 A wise person recently reminded me that courage requires hope.  And so it does.  At the heart of 
this great faith is a hope that a better world can be brought into being through our commitment to 
live lives of integrity, justice, compassion, and peace. To put a finer point on it, our purpose is to 
love the hell out of this world.  So, let us do more a whole lot more of that, together.  

Let us also strengthen our resolve to work together for the common good, both within and 
beyond these walls.  Let us summon the courage of our collective convictions that we may serve 
Life in ways that inspire and encourage people across this city to do likewise.  Let us come 
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together, not so much as a Society of Timid Souls, but as a people who dare to dream and take 
real risks, a people learning and yearning to live lives of deep courage and conviction. 

May it be so.


